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Chapter Six

The City as a Learning Lab
Using Historical Maps and Walking Seminars to
Anchor Place-Based Research
Anne E. Leonard and Jason A. Montgomery
Information literacy, inquiry, and empirical observation skills are essential to undergraduate students’ success, supporting the development of their independent critical
thinking skills. In this chapter, we discuss an interdisciplinary course that we, an architecture professor and a librarian, co-taught at New York City College of Technology.
The course, Learning Places: Understanding the City, combines place-based learning
with primary source research, developing students’ abilities to observe an urban site
chosen for study and to document their observations, and in the process build a line
of inquiry for further research. The documented observations, newly created primary
sources in their own right, initiated a research process focused on primary sources,
building the students’ information literacy competencies along the way. Students
found, evaluated, and integrated historical primary sources into a collaborative project
that responded to a real-world issue or conditions of the site chosen for study.
INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT AND COURSE OVERVIEW
New York City College of Technology (City Tech) is an urban commuter college with
more than seventeen thousand students. In 2010, City Tech received a five-year Title
V grant from the Department of Education. The grant funded fellowships known on
campus as the Living Lab through which faculty explored how the city can be used
as a living laboratory for learning to increase the infusion of general education skills
and knowledge into professional and technical curricula.1 It brought into focus the
notion of the city as a primary source and the application of primary source research
techniques to the investigation of the city.
The special topics course, Learning Places: Understanding the City, was conceived
as an opportunity to center a research course on the investigation of the city as a primary source while also meeting a new college core requirement for interdisciplinary
learning. First offered in 2015, this 2000-level course uses a case-study approach that
focuses on one specific place in New York City each semester. It takes students out
of the classroom into the city and shifts them to an experiential learning mode, promoting unmediated inquiry through direct observations and documentation. Students
59
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select their research topic based on their observations of the study site and conduct
further research on the site using additional primary sources. Five contact hours per
week facilitate the intensive fieldwork, walking seminars, and visits to libraries and
archives across the city, along with sustained research activities and in-class group
work.
All sections of this course are co-taught by two faculty members from different
departments to facilitate an interdisciplinary dialogue, usually from the architecture
department and the library. This combination of faculty disciplines supports the
emphasis on place-based learning of the built environment with investigation of historical primary sources that illuminate the evolution of this environment. One or two
sections of the course are offered each semester, with an enrollment of up to twenty
students in each section.
COURSE DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT
When we designed the course, we envisioned inquiry and information literacy as
the central general education skills.2 Using the city as a vehicle for engagement, we
foregrounded inquiry and analysis as essential skills for students to derive meaning
from the information that they gathered through their field observations. We overlaid
the competencies of interpreting, evaluating, and applying information as we moved
between the city itself and online, archival, and library-based primary sources.
Before each semester we worked together to select a case study site and plan the
schedule and assignments. The places that we used ranged from specific buildings
to entire neighborhoods. For example, we chose the Gowanus Canal in Brooklyn
to provoke research on environmental degradation, industrial development in cities,
rezoning and gentrification, housing development, and commercial integration. In
each case, we picked a place for its qualities that would engage the students while also
considering the availability of materials in local collections and how these materials
contribute to the depth and breadth of the students’ research. In addition, we coordinated field research visits with local businesses, agencies, and special collections and
archives of public institutions.
We included two to three walking seminars that allowed the students to explore the
selected site and its context to both build a reservoir of new knowledge and insights
of the place as well as support their selection of a research topic. Led by the architecture faculty member, the walking seminars primed students on methods of inquiry
and careful observation of the site with a series of group investigations and analyses
as we moved along a preselected walking path. While the first seminar was often a
general reconnaissance that oriented the students to the site, the follow-up seminars
increased the depth of inquiry of the place. Students documented the place under
investigation during these seminars through sketches, photographs, videos, and voice
memos. As students made notes of their observations, they generated their own direct
knowledge of the place, and created primary sources that they could then draw upon
for the midterm and final projects. These on-site observations also served as a scaffold for engagement with and analysis of historical primary sources at the visits to
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archives and libraries that came later in the semester. Through these visits to libraries
and museums, students learned about rich primary source materials related to the site
and how they could take advantage of these resources.
MAPS, WALKING SEMINARS, AND SITE INVESTIGATION
To facilitate students’ investigation of the selected site, the semester was structured
in three stages, each with specific goals and activities, with those of the early stages
designed to scaffold the final research project. This strategy of scaffolding was
combined with increasing levels of teamwork. The activities of the course involved
a combination of fieldwork, lectures and discussions, special presentations, and supported research work in the classroom as well as in special collections and archives
around the city. The first stage took one week, the second six weeks, and the third the
remaining eight weeks of the semester. In stage one, students worked individually on
their own neighborhoods. Students began the second stage in pairs to study the site
that we had chosen. In the final stage, student pairs joined to form groups of four to
advance their research to a higher level through peer interaction and mutual support.
Neighborhood Analysis
For this short assignment, each student investigated their own neighborhood by mapping its boundaries and sociospatial centers and generating graphic analysis using geographic information system (GIS) databases (see figure 6.1). Students then located at
least one historical artifact or document—a map, a photograph, or an artwork—using
research strategies familiar to them. They also created a voice memo or video to document their observations of a key location in their neighborhood and presented their
findings in a five-minute audiovisual format.
Drawing upon their own neighborhoods, which students already had experience and
expertise on, this assignment helped increase students’ engagement with the research
methods and tools presented in class while at the same time enabled them to see a
familiar environment with greater depth and understanding. This realization set the
stage for the subsequent research. It established students’ appreciation of the richness
and complexity of both the built environment and the substantial documentation of it

Figure 6.1.
Jake Heaney
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that is easily accessed via internet searching. To enhance students’ field observations,
we ran a workshop to prepare students for sketching and visual notetaking. The workshop used a didactic method, where students first drew a place without instruction and
then redrew the same space after a discussion of careful observation and techniques
for one-point perspective drawing.
Initial Site Investigation, Walking Seminars, and Primary Source Research
In teams of two, students began their investigation of the case study site that we had
selected. Students started with a geographic analysis of the site using online sources
including Google Maps and GIS tools such as NYC OASIS to facilitate their exploration, for example, of the patterns of land use in particular neighborhoods. To add a
historic perspective of how the place had evolved over time, we introduced students
to digitized historical maps and local history collections.
The geographic analysis was followed by a series of walking seminars, each lasting
four hours, to investigate the selected site and its context. For example, when we studied the Gowanus Canal, our walk included various points where the students could
observe the persistent pollution and poor water quality. This seminar also included a
visit to a local woodshop, where the students discussed with the owner the challenges
of running a business in this neighborhood, which experiences frequent flooding and
also escalating rents. It finished at a new housing complex, a sign of gentrification
in the neighborhood despite the housing’s proximity to a heavily polluted industrial
canal.
After the walking seminars, students formed research questions building on their
observations, discoveries, and mapping. While we had topics in mind when we
selected a site for the semester’s focus, we encouraged students to identify an aspect
of the place that they were intrigued by for their initial research. It was important
that students focused their initial questions and theories on their direct experience
and empirical observations, rather than relying on published research on the site.3 In
this way, place becomes the central primary source for the research, serving the same
role as the specimens in a biology lab or the studied behavior of animals in the wild.
With these questions in mind, students searched online for primary source materials
that helped shed light on these initial research questions. Particularly useful sources
included historical maps and photographs, demographic and census data, community
and government reports, environmental impact reviews, GIS data on zoning, land use,
and transportation.
In addition to utilizing online primary sources, we visited libraries to study primary
sources in analog formats. During these visits, we often focused on historical fire
insurance maps (see figure 6.2).4
Historical maps helped students visually assess the growth and change of urban
neighborhoods in New York City. The details on these maps allowed students to study
historical urban land uses, building footprints, and property lines that still shape places
in the present moment. We asked students to seek connections between the maps that
they were examining and their experiences observing and documenting the city during our walking seminars. We encouraged students to consider the origins of these
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A 19th century fire insurance map

Courtesy of New York Public Library

historical maps, their original audience, and one map in the context of an atlas, and to
always seek out and study the key and the legend. Students also learned to interpret
metadata of digitized primary sources that they discovered in online special collections and archives. With these materials in hand, students expanded their analysis and
began to refine and focus their research question and develop a thesis statement.
Final Project Development
Based on the research threads and hypotheses that students identified, as well as their
lived experiences and fields of study, student pairs formed four-person teams for the
final stage of the project, which included a finalized research question and thesis
statement, a formal outline, and an annotated bibliography. Once teams formed,
members conducted a team and individual skills assessment. As they developed
and refined their research questions, we encouraged team members to define and
self-assign roles and to divide up the tasks so that each member’s strengths were
amplified to support the team’s on-time delivery of the final project.5 During class,
we guided students through intensive research seminars and work sessions to push
their research to a higher level, including advanced searching of online primary
source collections, with particular attention paid to interpretation of metadata. We
allocated significant time in class to interact with each team to monitor progress and
give intensive feedback.
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The final presentation of each team’s research took the form of a multimedia presentation. Once each team decided on a genre for the presentation, students developed
a script where each team member played a role. The script writing differed substantially from a formal research paper, freeing the students from hang-ups or hesitations
concerning form, content, or style. This strategy allowed the students to keep their
voices in the foreground, avoiding pro forma rote regurgitation of others’ research,
freeing them from the straitjacket of the research paper. We cautioned students against
a common outcome in the early iterations of the course, where the presentation dialogue failed to live up to the rigors of the research and became more an expression of
opinion rather than a scholarly assessment. As a result, students’ presentations became
meaningful artifacts with a value rooted in the curation of the historical primary
sources combined with the unique narrative and contemporary primary source documents that they created. Our approach to the final research presentations also helped
demystify a common perception by the students that authentic scholarship is a rarified
realm beyond their reach.
OUTCOMES AND ASSESSMENT
To evaluate students’ learning in this course, we designed each assignment to build
upon the previous one; doing so let us become familiar with students’ individual
voices over the semester and helped us identify the strength of each student’s contribution to the paired and group projects. Students practiced three essential skills in each
of the major projects: mapping of a geographic site; documenting site observations in
multiple formats, including text, video, audio, image (and creating primary sources);
and finding, analyzing, and integrating historical primary sources. This iterative process enabled students to clearly demonstrate their growing proficiency, especially
with integrating and interpreting primary sources effectively throughout their research
process. Students developed refined research questions and a thesis statement as they
collected and analyzed primary sources, both historical and contemporary.
Although students were generally familiar with the sites that we studied together,
the careful observations of these places allowed them to see aspects that they had
never noticed before. As students shifted from the investigation of the place from the
walking seminar to research in libraries and archives with digital and analog primary
sources, they developed a more nuanced appreciation and understanding of the place.
Students became increasingly interested in the sites that they were studying, and they
began to see themselves as empowered to interpret the places rather than rely on other
scholars’ interpretations.
Students’ research questions touched on historical, current, and proposed land use;
environmental challenges; and the political, economic, and social forces that formed
the place and will continue to shape it in the future. For example, when students studied MetroTech, an office development in downtown Brooklyn, they researched the
decommissioning of a subway line’s influence on the neighborhood, and the effect
of the super-block design of this urban renewal project on the surrounding neighborhoods. In another example, as seen in figure 6.3, after having studied a concentration
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Figure 6.3.
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Student analysis and documentation of historic polluting industrial sites to support

Jake Heaney

of nineteenth-century polluting industries on a historical fire insurance map, students
documented historic polluting industrial sites to study the legacy of environmental
degradation of the Gowanus Canal.
We considered live class discussions as well as posts and comments on the course
blog site when we evaluated students’ work. These discussions and blog postings
helped us hear and recognize students’ voices over the course of the semester. Each
semester we also solicited anonymous reflections from students, including how the
research experience in the course differed from students’ past experiences, how they
saw cities differently by the end of the semester, and what advice they would offer
future students. Overall, students’ performance exceeded our expectations, and their
feedback was largely thoughtful and positive.
In their reflections on the course, students shared their enthusiasm for learning outside of the classroom. They reflected positively on the exposure to multiple research
venues and institutions that they previously did not know about or initially did not feel
welcome or comfortable at. These off-campus research experiences helped students
relate to primary source materials that they often found intimidating and abstruse, and
also powerfully oriented them to the civic and cultural institutions that are open to all,
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such as the Map Division of the New York Public Library. As one student reflected,
“There’s a lot of information underneath the surface.” Another one commented that
the research trips “pushed me to really look past the Google search” and do deeper
research. Students came to understand that their ability to derive meaning and to interpret and evaluate information from the observable condition of a site can be equally
applied to, for example, a historical map of that site in a library collection. Students
suggested making even more trips off-campus to study primary sources pertaining to
their study site. These perspectives helped us continually enhance the course, revise
the assignments, and refine how we guide the walking seminars and how we facilitate the primary source research visits as we prepared for subsequent offerings of the
course.
REFLECTION
The collaborative teaching in the course was essential to students’ learning experiences. Our interdisciplinary collaboration transcended the more typical service relationship, in which a librarian facilitates one or multiple class meetings to demonstrate
research techniques within academic secondary source databases. Both of us brought
our own expertise on the city, on information literacy, and on the exploration of primary sources in a research process. Co-teaching the course enabled us to combine our
perspectives on the research of place by moving it beyond a discipline-specific lens
and offering the students more breadth of guidance and support in their research process. Repeated collaborations also allowed us to teach each other and grow together
in our teaching methodologies.
This course offered students a rare opportunity to build their information literacy
competencies with respect to the concept of authorship. We emphasized documentation of all content, including images, video, and audio that students integrated into
the midterm and final multimedia presentations. It quickly became apparent that,
for many, this was the first time they had documented and cited content other than
text-based secondary sources, including the videos and photographs that they created
during the walking seminars.
When designing this course, we recognized the need to accommodate the diverse
academic backgrounds of students at City Tech. Our emphasis on experiential learning and direct observation allowed our students to bring their diverse lived experiences into play in their research rooted in critical pedagogy.6 The uniqueness of this
approach helped level the playing field among a diverse group of students, where
prior knowledge was less influential on student performance and success. We worked
explicitly to guide student observations and support that increasing sophistication of
the observations, allowing students a visual and accessible alternative to text-based
research.
Some students registered for this course because it is a common core course. This
meant that many students were not familiar with or lacked preparation for the course’s
methods and goals. The first day of class was often challenging, with students commonly expressing their hesitation to engage with the course’s focus and projects
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that they were hearing about for the first time. We spent the first weeks consciously
searching for links between students’ lived experience in their neighborhoods or the
campus environs to our approach to research in the course. The neighborhood assignment in particular proved a critical tool for helping students overcome their hesitation
and engage with this unfamiliar approach to research.
The off-campus activities and field research at the heart of this course require
coordination, advance planning, and buy-in from cooperative cultural institutions.
Pivoting from face-to-face to remote instruction during the 2020 pandemic proved
challenging, since our archives and special collections visits and all but one walking
seminar were canceled. Yet the ability to find, study, and synthesize digitized historical primary sources, in particular fire insurance maps, also underscored the equity in
access afforded by digitization of primary sources. We each were able to place the
source in a different context and provide distinct expert interpretation or prompting
through inquiry.
CONCLUSION
Place offers a discernible collection of features available for empirical inquiry. This
interdisciplinary course started with observations by students where they used that
moment of experience and discernment to engage the place and extract important features, qualities, and details. It centered on the inquiry and analysis of the built environment using information that students had observed and gathered in the field as well as
from primary sources found in libraries and archives. It aimed at developing students’
abilities to identify, frame, and refine a problem or issue in the urban environment of
our college, and work collaboratively to answer their research question. The application of inquiry through first hand observation to both the site and the primary sources
allowed the students to incorporate their lived experiences and perspectives. This
emphasis on observations also lay at the heart of converting students from consumers
to producers of information and knowledge.7
The unmediated primary source research and active place-based learning tapped
into students’ intellectual curiosity and helped increase their engagement. The place
not only served as the central primary source but also as a tool for students to engage
in a meaningful learning experience. The walking seminars and historic maps allowed
students to develop skills of inquiry through empirical observation. The scaffolded
assignments that drew upon place-
based investigation through observation and
additional primary source research enabled students to build their skills of creating,
finding, and interpreting primary sources, avoiding the common over reliance on secondary source findings in undergraduate student research papers.
Our approach to primary sources allowed students to incorporate their lived experience perspectives through experiential learning, making their own interpretations,
and as a result created an authentic research experience. It can serve as a template for
wide adaptation in other places and disciplinary contexts, including exploration of
natural phenomena through multiple scientific lenses or social and political interaction
through a social science and urban studies lens to deepen students’ understanding of
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how the built and natural environments affect human life and society. Although not all
collaborations between classroom faculty and librarians are manifested in a co-taught,
semester-long, credit-bearing course, faculty members and librarians can collaborate
at every stage of the course development, instruction, and assessment, and integrate
the study of a place as a short-duration, stand-alone module that could be introduced
to many courses as a primer in primary source authorship and research.
NOTES
1. “A Living Laboratory: Revitalizing General Education for a 21st Century College of
Technology” was a five-year, $3.1 million initiative (2010–2015) funded by the US Department of Education Strengthening Hispanic-Serving Institutions (Title V) program. The goal
was to reenvision general education using City Tech’s signature strengths: hands-on experiential models of learning and the vibrant Brooklyn waterfront location.
2. This course was initially developed by Jason Montgomery and Maura Smale, in response
to a request for proposals by the provost to develop courses that fulfill the new college mandate that every baccalaureate student complete one interdisciplinary course as part of the new
common core.
3. Empirical observation and experiential learning are particularly important for students
with varying degrees of college preparation and previous research experiences. See John
Dewey, Experience and Education (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997).
4. Fire insurance maps provide precise, detailed information that allow insurance companies
to assess the degree of hazard for particular properties. The map shown here was produced by
Hugo Ullitz, published by Hyde and Company in 1898.
5. In the end-of-semester reflections, students evaluated their contributions to the team for
the project.
6. Undergraduate research through place-based learning encourages a critical examination
of power structures and questions of social injustice, a common topic that students explored in
their projects. This is an especially poignant pedagogical approach for our cohort of students at
City Tech. For more on this topic, see David Gruenewald, “The Best of Both Worlds: A Critical Pedagogy of Place,” Educational Researcher 32, no. 4 (2003): 3–12. Accessed January 10,
2020. www.jstor.org/stable/3700002.
7. Scholarship on place-based learning sees this aspect of this learning approach as a central
benefit: Gregory Smith, “Place-Based Education: Learning to Be Where We Are,” Phi Delta
Kappan Magazine 83, no. 8 (2002): 584–94.
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